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Resource Conservation

Rancher Perspectives on Livelihood Diversification Options in Montana’s Blackfoot River Watershed
Chairperson: Dr. Sarah J. Halvorson
The Blackfoot River watershed in Western Montana, like many rural landscapes across the Intermountain
West, has faced a suite of economic, demographic, and social change over the last 40 years. Cattle
ranching specifically, a principal land use in the Blackfoot watershed, has faced increasing socioeconomic
challenges due to global competition, falling cattle prices, amenity migration, and climate change. Ranch
livelihood diversification presents an opportunity to bolster the profitability of ranches in the watershed,
while also supporting the well-being of rural communities and conserving the intact, ecologicallysignificant rangelands upon which ranching depends. The Blackfoot Challenge (BC) is a nonprofit
community-based conservation organization that operates within the Blackfoot watershed. To explore
potential roles for the BC in facilitating economic development in the watershed, this research utilizes
participatory and qualitative methods to identify opportunities for and challenges to ranch income
diversification based on the perspectives and experiences of Blackfoot ranchers. The results speak
specifically to diversification strategies involving: (1) market diversification through direct-to-consumer
and cooperative marketing; (2) product diversification through livestock diversification and third-party
certifications; (3) tourism and recreation through offering vacation rentals, “glamping,” hunting, and nonmotorized recreation; and (4) payments for ecosystem services through government cost-share programs,
conservation easements, and carbon sequestration. Based on these results, the most salient opportunities
for income diversification on Blackfoot ranches are presented, as well as specific recommendations for
the BC to pursue in support of ranch profitability and sustainability in the watershed.
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PURPOSE STATEMENT
The purpose of this professional paper is to explore and describe ranchers’ perspectives on and
experiences with livelihood diversification in the Blackfoot River watershed. The Blackfoot River
watershed in Western Montana, like many rural landscapes across the Intermountain West, has faced a
suite of economic, demographic, and social change over the last 40 years. Traditionally a landscape that
relied heavily on resource-based industries like ranching, forestry and mining, the extent to which these
economic sectors can support rural communities has declined. Cattle ranching specifically, a principal
livelihood and land use in the Blackfoot watershed, has faced increasing economic challenges due to
increased global competition, falling cattle prices, and climate change (Haggerty, Auger, and Epstein
2018). Additionally, in-migration of individuals who value rural landscapes for their natural amenities
resulted in soaring agricultural land prices (Ooi, Laing, and Mair 2015). Stemming piecemeal
development, habitat fragmentation, and the loss of a rural way of life – of which ranching is a critical
component – has long-been identified as a priority by communities within the Blackfoot watershed (Goetz
1979; Jonkel and Belsky 2005).
The Blackfoot Challenge is a nonprofit community-based conservation organization that operates
within the Blackfoot River watershed. Formed in 1993, its mission is to coordinate efforts to conserve and
enhance natural resources and the rural way of life in the watershed (Blackfoot Challenge 2022b). The
Blackfoot Challenge coordinates and delivers a variety of land and water stewardship programs. As some
of the watershed’s largest landowners, cattle ranchers are often the primary participants in these
programs. Most recently, the organization has begun exploring opportunities to support sustainable
economic development in the region.
Rural economic development can take a number of different forms (Beyers and Nelson 2000). In
2014, the Blackfoot Challenge partnered with Headwaters Economics, an independent economic research
firm based in Bozeman, to conduct focus groups with residents to assess economic development barriers
and opportunities in the Blackfoot River watershed. Opportunities identified through this study included
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providing technical resources to small businesses, expanding regional marketing of recreation
opportunities, and capturing drive-through traffic via Main Street revitalization, to name a few
(Headwaters Economics 2014). This research, however, focuses specifically on methods for increasing
the profitability of locally-owned and operated cattle ranches in the Blackfoot watershed through
livelihood diversification. Not only does ranching sustain and define multiple livelihoods and
communities in the watershed, the intact landscapes on which ranching depends also provide a host of
ecological benefits (Blackfoot Challenge and Trout Unlimited 2009).
To explore potential roles for the Blackfoot Challenge in facilitating economic development in
the watershed, this research identifies opportunities for and challenges to ranch income diversification
based on the perspectives and experiences of Blackfoot ranchers. The results speak specifically to
diversification strategies involving: (1) market diversification through direct-to-consumer and cooperative
marketing; (2) product diversification through livestock diversification and third-party certifications; (3)
tourism and recreation through offering vacation rentals, “glamping,” hunting, and non-motorized
recreation; and (4) payments for ecosystem services through government cost-share programs,
conservation easements and carbon sequestration. Based on these results, the most salient opportunities
for income diversification on Blackfoot ranches are presented. While the Blackfoot Challenge engaged in
strategic planning during the same time that this study was underway and ultimately decided to not
develop a new program focused exclusively on economic development, recommendations of potential
roles that the Blackfoot Challenge could still play in supporting those diversification endeavors are
presented.
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BACKGROUND
The following paragraphs introduce a set of issues and geographical factors that provide the
context for this study. These topics include, but are not limited to: one, the evolving economic and social
changes that affect cattle ranching in the Blackfoot watershed and the Intermountain West; two, the
significance and importance of the intact rangelands upon which ranching livelihoods depend; three,
definitions and categorizations of ranch livelihood diversification; and four, a description of the Blackfoot
River watershed and the Blackfoot Challenge.
Ranching in the Intermountain West
Rural areas across the United States have undergone a suite of economic and demographic
changes over the last few decades. For the better part of the last 200 years, the economic base of rural
communities in the United States relied largely on the extraction and distribution of natural resources
(Flora, Flora, and Gasteyer 2016). However, several factors have changed the extent to which these
primary, production-focused economies can continue to support livelihoods in rural communities.
Towards the latter half of the 20th century, increased mechanization reduced the need for manual labor,
technological advances increased the efficiency of production, and the rise of globalized resource markets
increased competition (Woods 2005). In 1970, 12% of Montanans were employed in farming and
ranching. Today, these industries account for just 4% of total employment in the state. In the Blackfoot
watershed region, employment in these industries declined by 4% over the same period and today
accounts for 10% of total employment (US Department of Commerce 2021).
Ranching specifically has faced evolving economic challenges related to volatile cattle market
prices, centralized production, and global competition (Weaber and Miller 2004). Over the last 100 years,
the financial return to cattle producers has fallen from 60 to as low as six cents per consumer dollar
(Nabhan, Balkcom, and Webb 2014). While net ranch income in the United States is forecasted to
increase by 5 percent from 2021 to 2022, recent multi-year data demonstrates a decreasing income trend
(USDA 2022). Additionally, over the last three decades in the United States, there has been an increasing
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discrepancy between the price producers are paid for cattle and the price consumers pay for retail beef
(Bullard 2017; Goodman 2021). Cattle producers sell their calves to feedlots, who in turn sell the animals
to a meatpacking facility once they are ready for slaughter. The beef cuts, or “boxed beef,” are then sold
to various retail outlets. Today, only four meatpacking facilities control 85% of the nation’s beef
slaughter capacity, a concentration in the middle of the supply chain that effectively reduces the amount
of competition and negotiating power held by both suppliers and buyers (Gosnell, Emard, and Hyde
2021). The prices cattle producers receive are also impacted by evolving trends in global beef
consumption and production. Beef demand is increasing worldwide, with some of the greatest increases
occurring in Asian countries as economic conditions improve and populations grow (Smith, Gotoh, and
Greenwood 2018). The United States is the third-highest exporter of beef in the world (preceded by Brazil
and Argentina), exporting approximately 10-15% of its domestic product to these emerging markets,
among others (Drouillard 2018). These trends in global beef imports and exports are dynamic and
influenced by a number of economic and geopolitical factors (Drouillard 2018). Due to the size and
complexity of these domestic supply chains and globalized markets, cattle producers in the United States
ultimately have very little control over the prices they receive within the commodity market.
Beyond commodity markets, ranchers face additional challenges in maintaining the profitability
and sustainability of their operations. In three states across the Northern Great Plains, ranchers reported
facing challenges associated with increasing input and operational costs, weather and climactic
conditions, and intergenerational succession (Haggerty et al. 2018). In the 2014 economic assessment
conducted in the Blackfoot watershed mentioned above, ranching communities also spoke to the
challenges associated with intergenerational succession, as well as the costs entailed in supporting more
family members, risks associated with diversifying or developing niche beef products, and land
fragmentation (which is discussed in more detail below) (Headwaters Economics 2014). Regarding
resilience to climactic changes, ranch income diversification may present opportunities to reduce
vulnerability to climate change impacts including drought, floods and wildfire (Ribot 2014). Recent
conversations with ranchers in Southwestern Montana and Eastern Idaho highlighted the importance of
4

ranch diversification opportunities connected to the region’s growing recreation and service economy as a
way to reduce vulnerability to drought specifically (Fanok et al. 2021). By finding novel methods for
diversifying and increasing ranch profitability, not only can ranching livelihoods and communities be
supported and sustained, but so too can the large, intact landscapes upon which ranching depends.
Rangeland Conservation
Lands that are utilized for livestock grazing provide a variety of environmental and social benefits
in addition to supporting ranching livelihoods. Rangelands are a critical component of grazing systems in
the Blackfoot watershed and across the Intermountain West, and are defined as lands on which the native
vegetation is predominantly comprised of grasses, forbs and shrubs (Natural Resources Conservation
Service 2003). The rangelands of the Northern Great Plains in central Montana, and their associated
grasslands, have been prioritized globally for conservation (Epstein et al. 2021). In the Blackfoot
watershed, 10% of the land base along the valley bottom is composed of native bunchgrass prairie
(Blackfoot Challenge and Trout Unlimited 2009). The specific combination of sagebrush and rough
fescue found around the Ovando area is found nowhere else in the world (Blackfoot Challenge and Trout
Unlimited 2009). Rangeland ecosystems provide a variety of environmental benefits including supporting
the conservation of species biodiversity, providing habitat for migratory wildlife and waterfowl (often
including endangered and threatened species); conducting ecosystem services such as water filtration and
hydrological function, soil health and stability, and carbon sequestration; providing natural amenities like
open space and scenic vistas; as well as the production of food (Charnley, Sheridan, and Sayre 2014;
Kremen and Merenlender 2018). The loss of rangelands to land conversion and development is also a
significant source of greenhouse gas emissions (Gosnell, Robinson-Maness, and Charnley 2011).
Additional social and cultural benefits of rangelands include supporting the economic vitality of rural
communities; providing public access for hunting, fishing and other types of recreation; serving as multigenerational repositories of local ecological knowledge; and the preservation of a rural culture, sense of
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place, and way of life (Fanok et al. 2021; Kirner 2015). When rangelands are lost – sold, subdivided, and
developed – so too are the many benefits they provide.
Across the Intermountain West, intact working rangelands are increasingly threatened as their
non-agricultural values increase. Between 1990 and 2010, the population of Western states grew by 37
percent, vastly outpacing the national average of 24 percent (Charnley et al. 2014). In Western Montana
specifically, average real estate values for rural properties sized 640 acres and greater rose from $500 per
acre in 1990 to $2,583 per acre in 2021 (Wheeler 2022), These increasing land values are driven largely
by amenity migrants who value these properties not for their traditional agricultural uses, but rather for
the natural amenities they offer, including private recreation, open space, scenic vistas, wildlife habitat
and quality of life (Gosnell and Abrams 2011). Compounded by the economic challenges described
above, many ranch owners feel pressured to sell their land to capitalize on these high values. In some
instances, new ranch owners may maintain livestock operations through lease agreements or by hiring
ranch managers (Haggerty et al. 2018). However it is more often the case that rangelands are taken out of
production and potentially subdivided into individual “ranchettes,” properties usually 35 acres or less with
a single residence (Gosnell and Travis 2005; Ooi et al. 2015). In the Blackfoot watershed, the majority of
private land is located on the valley bottoms, where ranching remains a principle land use (Blackfoot
Challenge and Trout Unlimited 2009). During public scoping in 2010, ranch sales and the associated
habitat fragmentation due to residential development was identified as a top issue by residents (U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service 2011). Land fragmentation was identified specifically by the ranching community as
a barrier to economic development in the 2014 economic study conducted in the Blackfoot (Headwaters
Economics 2014). Ranch livelihood diversification may present a way to enhance the profitability of
ranching such that rangelands remain intact as well as the ranching communities they support.
Defining Ranch Livelihood Diversification
Ranch livelihood diversification is defined here as any activity developed on a working ranch that
utilizes ranch resources (land, labor or capital) to generate additional income outside the conventional sale
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of beef cattle through the commodity market (Barbieri, Mahoney, and Butler 2008; Sayre et al. 2012). A
multitude of ranch income diversification strategies exist and the strategies utilized by any one ranch will
vary depending on a variety of factors. One rancher in Southeastern Arizona, for example, who
incorporated the production of renewable energy, sheep, goats, and olive oil into his operation, described
his approach to diversification as “making our ranch work in the larger natural and cultural landscapes in
which we reside” (Charnley et al. 2014:228). It is worth noting that income data shows that the majority
of farming and ranching households in the United States today derive more than half of their income from
off-farm and off-ranch sources such as wage earnings, dividends and transfer payments (USDA 2022).
This study, however, excludes those forms of income from the definition of diversification.
A study of livelihood diversification conducted in 2008 collected data from 1,200 farms and
ranches in North America and found eight classifications of income diversification in use. These
included: market diversification; product diversification (including non-traditional crops or livestock
varieties and third-party certifications); and the integration of tourism, recreation and hospitality
enterprises (Barbieri et al. 2008). An additional study conducted by Sayre et al. in 2012 categorized
various types of on-ranch diversification, and expanded upon Barbieri’s list to also include the sale of oil,
gas, minerals and timber, as well as payments for ecosystem services such as water rights leasing, the sale
of conservation easements, or carbon sequestration. This study drew upon both of these frameworks to
develop a list of applicable diversification strategies to discuss with Blackfoot watershed ranchers. These
included: (1) market diversification, (2) product diversification, (3) tourism and recreation, and (4)
ecosystem services.
The Blackfoot Watershed & the Blackfoot Challenge
The Blackfoot River watershed in western Montana is well-known for its biological diversity,
recreational opportunities, scenic open space, and rural character. Located at the southern end of the 10million-acre Crown of the Continent Ecosystem, the Blackfoot watershed provides habitat for a number
of rare wildlife species including grizzly bear (Ursus arctos horribilis), gray wolf (Canis lupus), Canada
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lynx (Lynx canadensis), wolverine (Gulo gulo luscus), and bull trout (Salvelinus confluentus). The
watershed is largely rural with approximately 9,000 residents. Historically, the economy of the Blackfoot
watershed was based in mining, timber and agriculture, and while that is evolving, ranching remains a
principal land use and livelihood throughout the region (Blackfoot Challenge and Trout Unlimited 2009).
In the 1980s and 1990s, residents became increasingly aware of a series of changes affecting watershed
resources, landscapes, and rural ways of life. A legacy of unsustainable resource extraction practices
began taking a toll on the Blackfoot River and its tributaries, evidenced by decreased water quality and
fishery populations (Bradshaw 2005). Additionally, real estate development and increasing recreation
began threatening the rural, agricultural character of the watershed. In response, community residents and
public agency employees came together to found the Blackfoot Challenge in 1993, a non-profit
community-based organization with the mission to “coordinate efforts that conserve and enhance the
natural resources and rural way of life in the Blackfoot watershed for present and future generations”
(Blackfoot Challenge 2022b).
The Blackfoot Challenge (BC) utilizes the process of community-based conservation to achieve
its mission, an approach to natural resource management that seeks to increase the role local people play
in governing and managing their local environment (Blackfoot Challenge 2022b; Gilmour 2016). By
uniting stakeholders impacted by changes in resource and livelihood conditions in the Blackfoot
watershed, the organization has developed programs to respond to natural resource issues including
drought, invasive weeds, carnivore/livestock conflict, and forest health, among others (Blackfoot
Challenge 2022a). Ranchers, who are often navigating these issues on a day-to-day basis on the lands they
steward, are the primary participants in these programs. Most recently, the organization has begun
exploring opportunities to respond to residents’ desires for “more economic development, though not at
the cost of the natural environment or rural way of life” (Headwaters Economics 2014:1). In 2014, the BC
partnered with Headwaters Economics, an independent economic research firm based in Bozeman, to
conduct an assessment of economic development barriers and opportunities in the Blackfoot River
watershed. The analysis drew upon data collected through targeted focus groups with local residents, and
8

concluded that myriad opportunities exist in the watershed, each varying by industry, location, and/or the
ultimate goal of the enterprise (Headwaters Economics 2014). While the BC endeavored in multiple
economic-related activities over the last six years, including hosting recreational trails summits and
funding and coordinating an economic visioning process for the community of Lincoln, the organization
has not succinctly defined nor officially launched an economic development program. By exploring the
specific economic challenges faced by the Blackfoot watershed’s ranching communities as well as
potential methods to respond to those challenges through diversified income-generating enterprises, this
research intends to inform the BC’s efforts to define their role in supporting sustainable economic
development in the region.
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APPROACH & METHODOLOGY
The impetus for this study originates with my own professional experience working for the
Blackfoot Challenge. I began working for the BC in 2011 as the Outreach Coordinator, and since that
time have had the opportunity to facilitate our Education, Economics, and Conservation Strategies
Committees as well. In 2014, I coordinated the economic focus groups mentioned above in partnership
with Headwaters Economics, and since that time have helped organize and implement various efforts and
conversations focused on helping define a role for the BC to play in regional economic development. In
these capacities, I increased my understanding of and interest in economic issues and also built
relationships with many ranchers who participate in BC programs or committees and would ultimately
become the participants in this study. I came to graduate school with an interest in studying rural
economic development opportunities that could be applicable in the Blackfoot watershed. I prioritized
utilizing a participatory approach for developing my research questions to enhance the relevancy and
utility of the results. While I also considered conducting studies on river recreation and sustainable
tourism, ultimately it was a combination of BC priorities and my own interests that led to this study on
ranch livelihood diversification. My research proposal was developed with and vetted by not only my
graduate committee, but also Dr. Seth Wilson, the Executive Director of the Blackfoot Challenge, and Jim
Stone, a cattle rancher based in Ovando and the Chair of the Blackfoot Challenge Board of Directors.
Furthermore, not only have I been embedded in this organization for more than a decade, but I am also a
white woman who grew up in the nearby city of Missoula. The multiple components of my own
positionality within this study are important to mention. My identity as well as my history in this
landscape enabled not only easier access to the Blackfoot watershed ranching community, but also
allowed me to establish familiarity and trust with these individuals prior to our conversations about the
potentially sensitive topic of ranch finances and income diversification.
Throughout the winter and spring of 2022, I conducted 12 semi-structured interviews with
Blackfoot watershed cattle ranchers to answer the following three research questions:
1) What are Blackfoot watershed ranchers’ perspectives on livelihood diversification?
10

2) What are Blackfoot watershed ranchers’ experiences with livelihood diversification?
3) What are the greatest opportunities and challenges presented by ranch livelihood
diversification in the Blackfoot watershed?
To capture a diversity of voices within the Blackfoot watershed ranching community, I utilized a
purposive sampling method to select interviewees representing a range of ages, genders, geographic
locations, and operation sizes. I began by speaking with ranchers with whom I have a more familiar
relationship, and expanded the interviewee group by asking those individuals for recommendations of
additional ranchers to speak to. I then used the above criteria to further refine the potential study
participants. Interviews began with a series of open-ended questions to better understand the individual’s
own story and experience with ranching as both a livelihood and a way of life. I then asked about their
experiences with diversification on their ranch, their perspectives on ranch diversification more broadly,
and also presented a list of diversification strategies to gauge their interest in each one.
A total of 12 ranchers participated in this study, four females and eight males, who own and
operate ranches in Potomac (N=2), Ovando (N=3) and Helmville (N=7). The interviewees’ ages ranged
from early 20s to late 60s and represented two generations – those currently in ownership and those next
in line to own. Only family-owned and operated ranches were included in this study, given that the
management decision-making and capacity to adopt new income diversification strategies will differ on
these operations as compared to ranches in the Blackfoot that may be locally-managed, but owned by
entities or individuals whose primary residence and livelihood is elsewhere (Roche, Saitone, and Tate
2021).
Ranch sizes included in the study ranged from approximately 500 to 20,000 acres, including
leased acreage. Herd sizes ranged from 50 to 1,300 cow-calf pairs, with some total herd sizes larger when
accounting for yearlings and bulls. The number of employees ranged from one to 12 FTE (full-time
equivalent). While some study participants work full-time for their ranches, others also maintained parttime off-ranch employment.
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Prior to conducting this study, approval was sought by the University of Montana’s Institutional
Review Board to ensure the protection of human subjects. A consent form was also reviewed and signed
by each participant prior to the interview. Interviews ranged in duration from 38 minutes to two hours,
and were conducted either in person (N=6) or over Zoom (N=6) based on the interviewee’s personal
preference. All in person interviews occurred in the Blackfoot watershed at a restaurant or bar of the
interviewee’s choice or after-hours at the Blackfoot Challenge office located in Ovando. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted using an interview guide and were recorded with the consent of the
interviewee. Recordings were later transcribed and coded for emergent themes.
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RESULTS
On the following pages I present the major themes that emerged from conversations about
ranching and ranch livelihood diversification with Blackfoot watershed ranchers. The section begins with
a description of the joys, challenges, goals and priorities expressed by interviewees as they relate to
ranching as both a livelihood and way of life. I then go through each of the specific strategies most
commonly discussed by study participants within the areas of market diversification, product
diversification, tourism and recreation, and payments for ecosystem services.
Ranching in the Blackfoot Watershed
Prior to the discussion of diversification strategies, I began each interview with a series of openended questions to understand each rancher’s perspective on the livelihood and way of life of ranching
itself. An understanding of ranchers’ greatest joys and biggest challenges, as well as their goals and
priorities of ranchers, will help inform respondents’ perspectives on and experiences with diversification
and why some strategies may be preferred over others. Additionally, this context will help the Blackfoot
Challenge – or any other entity, including an individual ranch itself – be better equipped to facilitate the
development of diversification strategies that align with the greater set of values within which these
decisions are taking place. The most often-recurring themes of these conversations are summarized in the
following paragraphs.
Joys & Challenges
When ranchers were asked what they enjoy most about ranching as both a livelihood and way of
life, they often cited the freedom and independent nature of the work, the diversity in the types of tasks
they perform and skills they utilize, and also the ability to experiment and evolve their methods and
approaches over time. Ranchers expressed enjoying working outdoors, being in the landscape, and
making a quality product. Beyond the scope of their own operations, a few ranchers also spoke to how
much they enjoy being a part of their community – the camaraderie and pride they feel participating in
and hosting community events like a rodeo or sport tournament with their neighbors. Somewhat related, a
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few individuals spoke to how much they enjoy and appreciate an increase in fellow ranchers’ willingness
to share information about their operations, from the prices that cattle buyers offered to why and how they
approached a new grazing technique. When responding to a question about whether or not they share
cattle price information, one individual said, “We do with our generation. You would not with the
generation before. And you wouldn’t say how many cows you had, you wouldn’t say who you sold to.
Now we’re a little more open about it.” Exemplifying this, another study participant from the incoming
generation began the interview by sharing the specific numbers of cows and acres they own and lease
when asked to share a little about themselves and their ranch, and was the only interviewee to do so
openly right at the outset. A rancher from another community spoke to this as “an amazing evolution” in
which they are seeing a “greater respect for good communication.” This willingness to share strategies
and successes, as well as pitfalls and lessons learned, could enable more ranches and ultimately the entire
community be more successful not only when it comes to navigating the economics and stewardship of
ranching, but as diversification strategies are tried and tested also.
Another emergent theme that is important to mention is the general attitude of open-mindedness
and willingness that multiple study participants expressed towards diversification opportunities. Ranchers
in the Blackfoot, especially those of the incoming generation, appear willing to experiment with novel
methods of income generation if those methods can support the end goal of maintaining an intact,
working, and family-owned ranch. This sentiment was exemplified by one member of the incoming
generation who said, “I think it’s something you just have to be open-minded about your whole life
because you never know what’s going to come along. There’s always going to be some opportunity, if
you can make it work you might as well go for it.” And another who said:
I bet it’s only as limited as your creativity. […] I do think those are the kinds of ideas ranchers are
going to need to start thinking about. I think we need to think more and more about like, hey we
have this huge amazing valuable asset of land, how can we get it to return some value to us,
enough to have a good life and work a reasonable number of hours and have enough people in our
community without liquidating and subdividing it.
This general attitude suggests that should Blackfoot ranchers endeavor in novel diversification strategies,
they are more likely to be willing to explore, learn, and adapt those strategies over time. Combined with
14

the fact that younger generations are more likely to share and discuss those strategies with one another is
an enabling factor that will contribute to the potential for greater success of said strategies, or at least a
more expeditious discovery of what will not work.
In response to questions about greatest challenges, multiple study participants spoke about high
land values, ranching alongside predators like grizzly bears and wolves, maintaining the well-being of
their herd and land in an increasingly drier climate, and the volatility of cattle prices. Ranching is also
becoming more expensive. Input costs are rising – interviewees specifically mentioned fuel, fertilizer and
vaccines – yet the prices ranchers are paid for their product is not. Additionally, ranchers expressed
frustration – bordering on resignation – with the lack of control they experience in pricing their cattle
when selling through the commodity marketplace. In this vein, ranchers also spoke to the low wages they
earn (if they are paying themselves at all) and often commented that they “weren’t in it to get rich.”
Goals & Priorities
The greatest joys ranchers experience, as well as the greatest challenges they face, help inform
and shape the following goals and priorities. In these discussions, ranchers most commonly spoke to goals
and priorities associated with land stewardship, direct-to-consumer market expansion, ownership
retention, and intergenerational succession planning. First, respondents often spoke to caring for and
stewarding the land, keeping it “active,” “working” and “healthy.” Second, those that are currently
engaged in direct-to-consumer marketing expressed an interest in expanding the amount of beef they sell
through this channel. The most common response to this question, however, involved respondents
expressing a strong desire to keep their ranch “in the family” and to pass it on to the next generation. The
topic of succession planning came up in many conversations and all of the ranches included in this study
expressed an interest in, if they are not already engaged in, transferring the ranch to the next generation.
Ranch succession planning involves transferring ownership of both assets and decision-making authority,
and can be a sensitive and complicated process. The complexity can be further compounded by interfamily dynamics, numerous and/or disengaged ranch shareholders, and soaring land prices. One
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individual of the current generation spoke to this in saying, “The succession piece is really tough because
the land is so valuable that the next generation can never afford to buy it from the previous generation.”
The frequency with which succession and estate planning came up in these conversations suggests that it
is a critical component of any successful diversification strategy – figuring out how decisions are made
and who stands to benefit or lose from the consequences of those decisions is perhaps a necessary
precursor to diversification for many Blackfoot ranches. Ranchers spoke to the importance of this in their
own operations, while often going on to speak to the importance of securing the futures of other producers
in their community as well. As one rancher put it, “We have to keep the families that are there, there;
that’s important.” Finally, it is worth noting that for ranchers in the Blackfoot, succession is not just about
finding ways to transfer ownership, but is about passing on a culture. As one study participant put it,
We’re passing on a bit of a culture, not trying to maximize our net worth today. If we were we’d
all cash out and put our money in stocks and bonds. But that isn’t what we’re trying to do, we’re
trying to pass on a culture and I think that’s what’s good for this watershed, this state, our
country, and the world.
It is notable that in answering this question, ranchers did not mention profitability as a goal.
Rather, they emphasized the practice of ranching itself and the continuation of ranching as a land use,
livelihood and culture for their generation, their community, and future generations. This suggests that
diversification strategies that support these goals – not necessarily those that maximize profit – will be
most applicable in the Blackfoot watershed.
Ranchers’ Perspectives & Experiences with Diversification
This section presents the perspectives and experiences Blackfoot ranchers hold most in common
about four categories of ranch livelihood diversification. These categories, as well as the specific
strategies within them that arose during the interviews, include: (1) market diversification through directto-consumer and cooperative marketing; (2) product diversification through livestock diversification and
third-party certifications; (3) tourism and recreation through offering vacation rentals, “glamping,”
hunting, and non-motorized recreation; and (4) payments for ecosystem services through government
cost-share programs, conservation easements and carbon sequestration.
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Market Diversification
Direct Marketing
The most often-cited form of diversification, and the one most in-use already by Blackfoot
ranchers, involves the direct marketing of beef. Direct marketing involves allocating all or a portion of the
herd to be locally-processed and sold directly to the consumer or local retail outlets. Direct marketing of
beef has taken off in Montana and elsewhere in the West (Goodman 2021). The ways Blackfoot ranchers
approach this venture differs. Some sell animals by the half or quarter and have customers pick up the
meat directly from the butcher, some have acquired meat depot licenses and sell smaller quantities of
burger or beef cuts directly off the ranch, while others with larger quantities participate in farmers’
markets, deliver the product directly to customers on a regular basis, or sell wholesale to buyers including
grocery stores and restaurants. This section begins with a discussion of the reasons Blackfoot ranchers
gave for entering into the direct marketing business, and then addresses the benefits and challenges
producers report experiencing utilizing this method.
When discussing why ranchers began marketing their beef directly to consumers, reasons varied
by individual. Many, however, spoke to the low prices cattle producers get by selling through the
commodity market, their inability to negotiate higher prices, and as a result, often earning just enough to
break even. This is exemplified by one rancher who said:
For the calves we usually contract. In the summer someone will come in with trucks. And you’re
just going hat in hand hoping for the best price you can get, there’s really no negotiation. If you
say ‘well, I need this,’ you aren’t going to get it.
And another who said:
The simple fact is somebody walks onto your place and says, ‘I think those calves are going to be
$1.55 this year,’ and you’re like, ‘Really? Huh.’ And you’re looking at your checkbook, or your
banker’s looking at your checkbook, if you’re operating like that with an operating loan and so
we tend to just fold. So you have these semi-good years and you have some that it really doesn’t
go anywhere.
Ranchers went on to speak to the relative lack of control they feel being a part of the beef industry as a
result of the concentration of meatpackers and processors within the supply chain:
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Right now, the packing plants are taking too much money. Hauling all our cattle to the Midwest
and finishing them there doesn’t seem to be… I think we need more options for us.
I don’t understand why it is the way it is. It doesn’t make any sense to me. We can’t have those
big boys pulling the trigger and shutting down because of Covid or whatever reason. They’re in
control of the market and we’re at the tail-end of that, unfortunately.
Direct marketing was seen as a way to diversify away from the commodity market, retain more
agency over the prices of their product, and capture some of the income stream that is otherwise lost to
the “middle men.” It’s notable that while locally-produced beef can garner higher prices, ranchers did not
identify that as a motivating factor to enter the direct-to-consumer market. Rather, individuals in this
study expressed an interest in capturing that lost income by marketing their products themselves, while
also being able to be competitive with grocery store prices when it came to both burger and boxed beef.
Whether they are selling to neighbors or regionally, producers wanted their products to be affordable and
not just a “niche product.” One producer said, “If the consumer is willing to own a freezer and willing to
pay for a quarter of a beef at the time, they will pay less than at the grocery store.”
An additional reason for direct marketing included the opportunity to educate consumers. Some
producers spoke about sharing information, being transparent about their operations, and welcoming
customers to visit their ranches when they expressed interest. The following quotations from two
producers exemplify this opinion:
More than income diversification it’s the public interaction, the ability to do some education
about our product and beef products in general, and that’s really cool. Hard to put a price on that.
I think it will help us down the road. I’d like to see more producers doing it so that they would
have more interaction with the public so the public would learn about our business, our
operations, our land ethics, and they would eat more beef.
I guess I want people to have a relationship with the people that grow their food. I’ve really liked
meeting all these customers […] and I really like educating people. […] Every once in a while, a
customer will ask can I bring my kids out, and it’s calving season and those little kids will play
with a bottle calf or just watch a calf be born and they’re just in awe and I think it’s so cool
because so many kids think food just comes from the store. They can’t even think past where that
food came from and have no understanding of how the food system works. Even though I’m not
necessarily imprinting the mind of very many people I feel like the relationships I have built are
really special.
The biggest challenge producers discussed with regards to direct marketing are those associated
with livestock processing. The price to butcher an animal is increasing, with one rancher reporting the
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cost at the facility they use increasing every month this year so far. Additionally, the fuel costs of driving
a truck and trailer a minimum of two to four hours roundtrip to reach a processing facility are substantial,
and the increasing cost of fuel will continue to drive this expense up. Ranchers are also facing longer wait
times when scheduling animals for slaughter – from two months to two years -- as processing facilities
have been impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic, are facing workforce shortages, and the demand for local
processing has increased.
Ranchers cited additional challenges including the inconsistency of consumer demand at farmers’
markets, the inability of shipping companies to guarantee on-time delivery, and the amount of time
involved in the entire process – from processing and inventory tracking to marketing and delivery.
Cooperative Marketing
Recognizing that multiple ranches in the Blackfoot are utilizing a direct-to-consumer marketing
approach, I specifically asked study participants for their perspective on broader cooperative approaches
to marketing. This type of cooperative marketing would first involve defining membership requirements
and qualifications for producers’ beef to belong to the cooperative. It would then involve targeting the
specific value-added beef product to consumers willing to pay for that additional value, and passing the
captured value onto members in a way that reflects their respective contribution (Wilmeth, Bertelsen, and
Probert 2008). For many years, the concept of marketing regionally branded “Blackfoot Beef” has arisen
in discussions at the Blackfoot Challenge, though not formally pursued to the researcher’s knowledge.
Blackfoot beef could be defined not only by the unique region in which it was produced, but also by the
conservation practices undertaken by its members. Interviewees spoke to the potential to develop a set of
production standards that all ranchers must adhere to in order to participate in the program (and also to
reduce product variability), and emphasized that such a program may be attractive to smaller ranches
whose herd size currently is not large enough to compete in larger markets. Speaking to this, one rancher
commented:
It would be an opportunity to get into a market where I didn’t have to worry about volume. I only
have five or six cows that go into burger a year so the problem with getting into a store is my
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products’ not there very long and stores count on consistent product and they need it coming in
routinely, so if there was a way cooperatively to get all these smaller producers together to get
100 or 150 head a year you could maybe work with a restaurant in Missoula to have ‘Blackfoot
Beef.’
One rancher that participated in this study recently became a founding member of a marketing
cooperative. While the co-op was recently formed and this ranch accounts for only one of three co-op
members, they have hopes of expanding membership in the future. This particular model will also
eventually involve a member-owned processor, restaurant and off-site caterer, and places a high level of
importance on interacting with and educating their consumers.
These conversations also led to ranchers sharing their thoughts on cooperative models of
production in which ranches share the responsibility of production among themselves. For example, a
ranch contracts a component of their production to another ranch, such as the winter feeding, grazing
management, or grain finishing. Cooperative production models may have the potential to keep ranchers
in ranching while alleviating some of the financial risk born by any single producer; the total number of
operations in a certain area may decrease while the number of ranchers or ranching families does not. One
rancher suggested these models may be “the way of the future,” while also noting the importance of
business planning and designating roles and responsibilities to members because there are “so many
moving parts.” Another rancher spoke broadly to the vision of a Blackfoot-based cooperative:
I think we in the Blackfoot need to get better at working together cooperatively. I think that we
could take some of this local marketing stuff to a whole ‘nother level if [another ranch] were to
partner with us to do just the feeding, the fattening, and they worry about the genetics. I don’t
know what that looks like. That’s how the commodity market works, you have segments. […] It
piques my interest if we could do this in a cooperative way and everyone gets their fair share of
the pie when it’s all said and done. That’s the hard part.
Along the same lines, another rancher commented:
I wonder if these smaller operations will mold themselves into being … like maybe they need a
place to hold stockers for 2 or 3 years. A place to hold cows for a couple years before they’re
ready for slaughter. How could we get others into those markets? “Blackfoot Beef.” Maybe
there’s a little story that goes along with what the individual ranch is. I just wonder if at the end
of the day there will be 6-7 big operations in this valley but they’ll be using the valley exactly the
same. Ecologically it’ll be the same. And we can scale back on all this infrastructure. That’s
where I think we may be headed.
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Product Diversification
The diversification of products, including the sale of other livestock varieties as well as other
ranch-produced or value-added products, is already undertaken by many ranches in the Blackfoot. For the
purposes of this study, third-party certifications of beef are also included in the definition of product
diversification. Of the range of marketable products, ranchers spoke principally to selling timber if they
owned forested ground, and also to selling hay or crops when excess was available beyond what was
needed to feed their own herd. The most often-cited product to potentially add to their operations,
however, was sheep.
Livestock Diversification
About half of the ranchers I spoke to expressed an interest in diversifying their livestock with
sheep. Respondents cited two primary reasons, one being the higher margins garnered through the sale of
lamb meat, and two, the complementary nature of sheep and cattle grazing. While cows prefer to eat
grass, sheep will also graze on forbs, including invasive species like leafy spurge (Barnes 2011). Ranchers
in this study, however, were quick to acknowledge that with the prevalence of carnivores like grizzly
bears, mountain lions and wolves in the Blackfoot, maintaining a sheep flock with minimal carnivore loss
would be challenging if not impossible. Furthermore, the cost of associated fencing to serve as a barrier
between the sheep and potential predators “would far exceed anything [they’d] gain.” Challenges aside,
one rancher did offer to invite a sheep rancher they know to the watershed to give a presentation to
producers if there was interest.
Third-party Certifications
I also asked producers for their perspectives on third-party certifications such as “bird-friendly”
or “predator-friendly” beef. While price premiums in these value-added beef markets can be 10% to 30%
higher than conventional meat products (Sayre et al. 2012), producers in this study had some questions
about the production and marketing process. One concern originated with the land and animal
management requirements of some certifications, which could potentially prohibit producers from
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spraying weeds with herbicides or treating their herd with antibiotics, practices some ranchers said were
“necessary” and “had to be done.” Additional questions arose around the extent to which certifiers
conducted ongoing monitoring to ensure producers were adhering to the certification protocols.
Furthermore, some producers questioned the amount of marketing support provided, and whether or not
program participation could guarantee producers actually received a price premium. Finally, some smaller
producers (<200 cow-calf pairs) expressed the opinion that third-party certifications may be most
justifiable for larger operations that sell greater amounts of product to a larger customer base, whereas the
local consumers they market to were unlikely to pay a premium associated with the certification. A study
on predatory-friendly beef certification showed that Washington cattle producers, as well as wildlife
agency staff, also referenced challenges to verification and compliance monitoring of such a program, and
also believed along with their conservation NGO partners that predatory-friendly beef would not be as
popular or competitive as other certifications including organic and grass-fed (Bogezi et al. 2019). This
feedback, in addition to existing data, suggests first, that more information is needed about these
programs, and second, that they may be most applicable to larger operations (>1,000 cow-calf pairs) with
the economy of scale and customer base to support their participation.
Tourism & Recreation
Before discussing the perspectives and experiences Blackfoot ranchers have regarding specific
tourism-related enterprises, it is worth noting that tension arose while discussing these types of ventures
in general. While interviewees acknowledged that opportunities exist to make money by involving their
ranches in tourism, they also raised concerns over how much they would personally enjoy service-based
work, the potential for unequal distribution of profits among their community, and the increased – and
unwanted – exposure the Blackfoot region could experience. One interviewee spoke to this saying, “I
kinda go back and forth on the tourism thing; there’s a lot of opportunity in it but is it the right thing to
do?” And another expressed this tension they feel when they said, “I definitely don’t want more people
knowing about this valley, but what do you do?” Similarly, a rancher who also owns a business said:
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We could literally make Helmville a frontier town in a national park. You’re going to see bobcats,
grizzlies, elk, deer, you’re going to see West Yellowstone if not more. But then where are we?
Am I going to buy a Jeep and drive people around? And who’s it profitable to? Just me because
I’m a business owner. I hate to see that Montana’s becoming a tourist state. But I really don’t
make money on cattle prices.
These quotations expose the tensions that exist with expanding on-ranch tourism opportunities,
and suggest that any strategies pursued here will need to address rancher preferences and any undesired
consequences.
Vacation Rentals and Glamping
Almost every rancher I spoke with mentioned the potential to diversify their income by offering
vacation rental lodging or enhanced camping experiences. Those that have unoccupied housing available
on their properties are either currently using them as a vacation rental or expressed interest in doing so.
The “old ranch houses” and “bunk houses” that exist on these properties could attract renters because of
their historical significance, cultural heritage and beauty. Ranchers who did list housing on reservation
platforms like Vacation Rental By Owner (VRBO), reported wanting to do more to advertise their listing
to increase occupancy rates, specifically targeting renters seeking lodging in the Blackfoot such as fishing
guides and outfitters, snowmobile associations or taxidermy school students. Some ranches also spoke to
the potential benefit of offering this type of lodging because of their close proximity to an event venue,
including a rodeo fairground and a concert amphitheater.
Of the camping and glamping (i.e., glamorous camping) opportunities discussed, ranchers were
aware of and expressed interest in potentially using one of three online platforms: Hipcamp.com,
Tentrr.com or HarvestHosts.com. At 3.5 million users, Hipcamp.com is the most-used platform of the
three, and includes the most comprehensive range of lodging options, allowing hosts to choose sites
ranging from bare ground to pitch a tent to fully-stocked canvas tents to cabins and treehouses.
Hipcamp.com takes a 10% commission, provides liability insurance up to $1 million, and allows hosts to
add “extras” that can be purchased at booking including customizable experiences, rentals or goods.
Tentrr.com offers hosts a “Signature Campkit” that includes a wooden deck, canvas tent, bed, chairs,
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toilet and other amenities for $6,500, delivery and installation included. Nightly rates start at $99 and
Tentrr charges a 20% commission. At $6,500 (a current introductory offer, normally the price is $10,000),
the start-up cost of hosting on this platform is substantial, especially when ranchers likely already have
the materials, tools and skills to set up a similar glamping-style camp site for much less. Finally,
HarvestHosts.com caters specifically to self-contained RV campers and hosts who own farms, breweries
or wineries. There is no cost to host nor is there a cost to camp. Rather, the intent is for the campers to
support their hosts by purchasing a minimum of $20 of product. While nearly every ranch I spoke with
has the space for RV camping (no hook-ups required), this platform may be most attractive to those
ranches that are already set up to sell beef or other products out of their home.
Ranchers spoke to both the advantages and disadvantages of pursuing these types of vacation
rentals and glamping opportunities. In addition to creating an additional revenue stream, multiple ranches
also emphasized the opportunity to educate visitors about agriculture, land management, and the
stewardship role that ranchers play. Camp hosting could also allow ranches to utilize “unused ground” or
“show off” their beautiful property. With affordability also in mind, one rancher said:
I would love to look into ways to allow more people to enjoy our land for reasonable rates. So if
it’s a yurt you could spend $60 and stay in a couple nights, that’s access that might make it viable
for us and for someone in Missoula with an average salary to go spend a weekend.
However, individuals also spoke to the lack of time available for management and coordination,
saying the amount of work required could add as much as an additional full-time position to the ranch.
Liability concerns also arose, with worries that the insurance provided by the platform may not be
sufficient, or that legal fees may not be covered if litigation did occur. Additionally, with the prevalence
of grizzly bears in the Blackfoot watershed, campsites would need to include additional infrastructure to
ensure human safety. And finally, while some ranchers expressed interest and even excitement in playing
a hospitality role, others expressed the opposite as demonstrated by one individual who commented: “but
you’re dealing with the public and at the end of the day, ranchers just want to ranch.” While not all
ranchers interviewed in this study necessarily embrace the service component of this diversification
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strategy, the frequency with which vacation rentals and glamping came up in conversations suggests it is
worth exploring further.
Additional opportunities associated with generating revenue from short-term property rentals that
ranchers spoke to included providing venues for weddings and locations for photo and videoshoots. Some
ranchers mentioned they had already hosted family weddings on their properties, and were interested in
exploring the potential to do this commercially. One rancher also discussed the potential to develop
connections with location scouts for photo or videoshoots, potentially through the Montana Film Office
who are looking for bucolic western ranches to serve as backdrops. While the liability issue described
above would still need to be addressed, these types of ventures may present more income-earning
potential over a shorter period of time than vacation rentals and campsites.
Hunting
Numerous study participants spoke to the opportunity to generate income through private
hunting, though also expressed ethical considerations about undertaking this method of generating
income. The Blackfoot is flooded with big game hunters every fall, and ranchers spend a substantial
amount of time fielding phone call requests to hunt, some reporting upwards of 10 per day though they’ve
already been completely booked since the end of August. The amount of money some individuals and
outfitters are willing to pay to gain exclusive hunting access to private lands in the Blackfoot is
significant. Respondents were familiar with a ranch in the watershed selling single hunts for thousands of
dollars, and another ranch said they had received an offer of $70,000 to lease all of their hunting rights for
a season. While Blackfoot ranchers acknowledge that the market for exclusive hunting access on private
lands is significant, no ranch included in this study currently charges for hunting access.
While the income potential and the prospect of reducing the time spent coordinating hunting is
attractive, respondents also expressed a strong desire to continue ensuring the access to hunt on their
properties remained available to the public at large. For example, one individual said “when I look at the
people we get, they can’t afford to pay $500 to go shoot an elk.” Ranchers also spoke to the educational
benefits of allowing greater numbers of the public to hunt on private lands, noting it creates an
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opportunity for them to “gain more appreciation for the land and respect for the people who are managing
it.” That said, a rancher of the current generation sees hunting as “an arrow in the quiver if the next
generation needs or wants it.” Similarly, a member of the incoming generation commented, “I hope we
don’t have to do it, but if it was the only way we could keep the land intact and in the family, we might
change our minds.”
Acknowledging the opportunity here, the incoming generation of Blackfoot ranchers are already
thinking about and wrestling with how they might approach this venture. Some spoke to a hybrid model
of private and public access being a potential solution to alleviate ethical concerns, allowing private
access to only certain parts of the property or only on certain weekdays or weekends. It also merits noting
that while numerous ranches included in this study participate in Block Management, the payments
received from Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks for providing this access were not viewed as significant
sources of income.
Non-motorized Recreation
While hunting was the most-often cited form of recreation, additional opportunities including
cross-country skiing, trail running, and bird watching were mentioned. An advantage of cross-country
skiing, one individual pointed out, included not having to “worry about bears.” While these activities
might not have the same level of income generating potential as hunting, recreationists may still be
willing to pay to conduct activities they enjoy on otherwise inaccessible private lands. Some ranchers
expressed interest in these forms of non-motorized recreation – as well as in the educational opportunities
they could create – while others expressed preference to only allow property access to individuals with
whom they have already established trust.
Ecosystem Services
An additional opportunity for ranchers to diversify their income occurs in the form of payments
for ecosystem services. In this study, an ecosystem service is defined as a specific ecological function that
rangelands provide for which a market exists to compensate rangeland owners for that service (Roche et
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al. 2021). Ecosystem services can include participation in incentive-based government cost-share
programs for conservation enhancements performed, the leasing of water rights to benefit in-stream
fishery habitat, or selling a conservation easement to prohibit future development, to name a few. Carbon
sequestration was also specifically discussed in this study – a type of ecosystem service that entails
compensating rangeland owners for managing their lands in ways that sequester carbon to offset the
emissions produced by others (Gosnell et al. 2011). Of the ranchers included in this study, nearly all had
received payments for ecosystem services in one way or another, and most would consider exploring
additional opportunities given certain considerations, which are discussed below.
Government-sponsored Cost-share Programs
The Natural Resources Conservation Service, a federal agency that provides conservation and
stewardship assistance to private landowners, offers a variety of voluntary cost-share programs in the
Blackfoot watershed. Many of the producers participating in this study have utilized these programs for
years or even decades. Examples provided included tree thinning, knapweed biocontrol releases, pasture
management, and irrigation infrastructure improvements, to name a few. While some spoke to
participation as “just good business,” others noted that such improvements “would not have happened
otherwise.” Purchase and installation of a water-efficient pivot irrigation system, for example, costs
around $80,000. Such capital-intensive improvements are likely not possible without financial support.
Speaking to the value of these programs, one producer commented, “I really appreciate those programs; I
think they definitely help ranchers and farmers; they’re a lifeline.” Ranchers expressed an interest in
continuing to apply to receive compensation and reimbursement through these programs when applicable.
Conservation Easements
Another form of ecosystem service for which landowners can be compensated comes through the
form of a conservation easement. A conservation easement is a legal agreement between a landowner and
an accredited land trust or government agency in which the landowner voluntarily agrees to certain land
use restrictions, most commonly subdivision and development (Randolph 2012). These restrictions are
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clearly defined in the deed and are in effect for perpetuity. To determine the payment amount, the
property is appraised for its “highest and best use,” and then appraised with the use restrictions of the
conservation easement in place. The difference between the two appraised values is the payment amount.
This tool was discussed with survey participants, and every rancher has either already completed a
conservation easement or is familiar with the practice but not interested in placing an easement on their
property. Conservation easements have a long history in the Blackfoot watershed – the site of Montana’s
first conservation easement in 1976 – and this feedback suggests that ranchers are well-aware of this
opportunity and those that would like to use this tool have already done so.
Carbon Sequestration
Ranchers included in this study ranged in their knowledge about this form of ecosystem service,
from some individuals who had not heard of the concept at all prior to our conversation, to others who
had a great deal of knowledge about the practice. In general, those who were unfamiliar with carbon
sequestration payments were interested in learning more. Producers who were familiar with the strategy
expressed a cautious optimism dependent on the need for greater research, whether or not ranches would
qualify for payments if they’re already maximizing carbon storage, and the time involved to conduct
ongoing monitoring. Regarding the need for research, producers’ concerns related to better understanding
soil science and the ability to accurately measure the amount of carbon being sequestered for long-term
storage. Additionally, ranchers were skeptical of the ability to qualify for payments for carbon they’re
already storing. This concept of “additionality” is a unique challenge to this market-based approach that
has been expressed by ranchers in other geographies, and encompasses the fact that carbon offset markets
were originally developed to incentivize sequestration that would not otherwise have occurred (Gosnell et
al. 2011). Speaking to this, one rancher said:
If you’re farming, at least this is my understanding, you can get a lot better payment especially if
you’re plowing, you know, making the earth black every year and you go to no-till, you can get a
huge payment if you’re making a transition. If you’ve already got grass and you’re taking care of
it and doing a good job, there’s no incentive to get into the program. If we [… did] rotational
grazing, you could get a decent payment for that carbon. But we already do that. Our cows are on
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a piece of ground usually no more than three days and we’re moving them. Just for soil health
and the roots. So, since it’s already there, there’s no incentive to pay us to do anything.
And as another rancher more bluntly put it, “The best way to get payments would be to trash your land
and then try and bring it back.” Furthermore, multiple ranchers expressed concerns about the amount of
time required to monitor changes in soil carbon storage. Respondent spoke to it being “hard to justify the
time involved” in monitoring, and wondering “how much time [they] have to take away from everything
else to do that.” As discussed in the previous section on tourism and recreation, the reality of ranchers’
limited capacity to implement many of these diversification strategies must be thoroughly considered and
addressed in order for any of these enterprises to succeed.
Finally, a few ranchers who were familiar with the concept expressed ethical concerns about
utilizing a market-based approach to allow polluters to continue polluting when the amount of carbon
sequestered may not actually be increasing. As one respondent said:
If you think about how we deal with climate change, it doesn’t make a lot of sense to put a bunch
of money into thanking people for already having carbon in their soils. [… It] doesn’t mean we’re
actually sequestering more carbon, maybe we’re just preventing more carbon from being
released.
Skepticism aside, nearly all respondents still believe carbon sequestration is “a cool and interesting
concept” and “something ranchers should keep their eyes on.”
The next section provides a discussion of the results and situates them within the broader context
of social and economic change in the Blackfoot watershed.
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DISCUSSION
A synthesis of the above results concerning Blackfoot watershed ranchers’ perspectives on and
experiences with livelihood diversification leads to a few significant overarching takeaways. Blackfoot
ranchers must navigate a number of factors that impact their economic viability, including high land
values, climactic variability and drought, profitability in the commodity beef market, and mitigating cattle
depredation by grizzly bears and wolves. Despite these challenges however, ranchers thoroughly enjoy
this livelihood and way of life, and are committed to keeping their ranches intact as working ranches and
ensuring future generations are able to succeed in this livelihood as well. Interviewees made multiple
comments suggesting that the commitment to ranching as a land use, livelihood and culture in the
Blackfoot for present and future generations supersedes the profit motivation. As such, diversification is
not about maximizing profit, but is rather a mechanism to allow ranchers to continue doing what they love
– ranching. And this is evident in the ways Blackfoot ranchers are currently choosing to diversify their
incomes – via marketing beef directly to consumers, marketing other ranch products, utilizing
government cost-share programs, and perhaps most directly, through conservation easements.
Additionally, these discussions revealed that the topic of livelihood diversification was not new to
the Blackfoot ranchers included in this study. Interviewees were well-versed in almost all the
diversification strategies presented in the interview that they are not currently utilizing on their own
ranches, and in many cases have thoroughly considered their applicability. This awareness of
diversification opportunities – as well as interviewees’ attitudes of open-mindedness and willingness to
learn about and experiment with new strategies – is likely related to the resounding commitment to the
continuation of ranching amid profit-making challenges. When these factors are combined with an
increasing willingness to communicate openly and honestly with one another about ranch practices, this
suggests that the evolution of ranch livelihood diversification in the Blackfoot will be more efficient,
purposeful, and ultimately, successful.
As mentioned, Blackfoot ranchers are already utilizing a number of diversification strategies.
Direct marketing of beef is an existing and established diversification strategy undertaken by many
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ranches included in this study, and methods for increasing beef sales – especially among those smaller
ranches with less time for advertising and consumer relationship-building – may yield the most
immediate benefits. While the current meat processing bottleneck impedes additional growth for these
ranches, the upcoming expansion of processing facilities in the state may alleviate this constraint (Tester
2022). Second to direct marketing of beef, opportunities associated with tourism and recreation were
thoroughly discussed. While ranchers included in this study had considered the potential of this income
source and expressed interest in the educational opportunities it affords, a number of factors may limit its
potential. Namely, the potential for unwanted exposure of the Blackfoot region, the lack of available time
to coordinate hosting and logistics, as well as ranchers’ relative interest in engaging in the service and
hospitality sector. Other less frequent and higher-earning hosting opportunities such as weddings or
photoshoots may be more in line with ranchers’ goals and values. Finally, of the strategies to receive
payments for ecosystem services discussed in this study, two present potential. Ranchers in this study
expressed interest in continuing to utilize government cost-share programs when applicable (in which BC
staff play an active role in facilitating rancher enrollment), and the potential to receive payments for
carbon sequestration, which is discussed in more detail below.
This research was grounded in a participatory approach that relied heavily on the knowledge I
gained as an employee of the BC and my existing relationships with cattle ranchers in the Blackfoot
watershed. This study will be shared with the study participants as well as the BC Board and staff in
hopes that they generate thought and discussion. The results of this study were meant to inform the future
direction of economic development programs at the BC. While this study was underway, however, the BC
conducted strategic planning and opted to not pursue economic development-specific programming at the
organization. Thus, the most salient recommendations I can provide to the organization will be those that
align with the BC’s existing programs, capacities, and priorities related to delivering ongoing communitybased conservation in the watershed (of which, it is important to note, economic and livelihood
considerations are an important component). Finally, the participatory methodology does not stop with
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this study – all future diversification development undertaken by the BC should be done in coordination
with Blackfoot watershed ranchers.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
This section details specific actions the BC can undertake in supporting ranch livelihood
diversification in the watershed. While not all the results included in this study are brought into the
following recommendations, that does not imply that there is not meaningful action that can take place to
pursue strategies discussed above. One example includes tourism and recreation – some of the
opportunities associated with vacation rental stays, non-motorized recreation events, or photoshoots on
private ranches may be of interest to other individuals or entities within the community. Other examples
of strategies that could be further explored and developed by others include cooperative marketing of a
standardized Blackfoot-branded beef and/or cooperative cattle production approaches whereby individual
ranches specialize in a segment of the production process. Specific recommendations for the BC,
however, include the following that are listed in order of priority:
1) Host Succession Planning Workshops and Clinics
Succession planning was expressed as a primary goal by nearly all participants in this study.
Many ranchers are currently engaged in transferring ranch ownership to the next generation,
suggesting that additional ranching families in the watershed likely are as well. Ownership
transition necessitates addressing a number of potentially sensitive topics like ranch finances,
familial dynamics, and individual aspirations. These decisions regarding ownership, business
structure, and decision-making authority are a necessary precursor to the pursuit of novel income
strategies that involve a certain amount of financial risk. The BC has hosted succession planning
workshops in the past, and the results of this study corroborate their importance. It would be
appropriate for the BC to reprise facilitating succession planning workshops that bring in experts
in the field. Additionally, since succession is such a personal and specific topic that often requires
customized legal and financial advice, the BC could either help subsidize or outright hire estate
attorneys and accountants to work with families in confidential one-on-one clinics. The
“Generational Transition Program” offered by the Nebraska Grazing Lands Coalition is an
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example of such a model with tremendous applicability to the Blackfoot that could be looked to
for advice and lessons learned: https://nebraskagrazinglands.org/Programs/GenerationalTransition-Program. I suggest that the Conservation Strategies Committee, and specifically the
Conservation Easement Work Group, undertake this endeavor. Financial sponsorships from
within the Board of Directors or agricultural-based businesses could be sought to offset costs, and
estate lawyers and accountants may be willing to participate at reduced rates.
2) Provide Carbon Sequestration Program Support
The interest and cautious optimism ranchers in this study expressed towards receiving payments
for carbon sequestration overlaps with the BC’s existing interest in enhancing climate resilience
on ranches in the watershed (and across the landscape generally). As stated, ranchers expressed a
cautious optimism hinged upon the needs for greater research, addressing the “additionality”
problem, and reducing the amount of time involved to conduct ongoing monitoring. BC staff
could help address these needs by collecting and communicating the latest data, assessing if there
are enough additional carbon storage opportunities on rangelands in the Blackfoot, and if so,
helping ranches with enrollment and monitoring. The Land Stewardship Program would be the
most appropriate avenue within the BC to pursue this work, while also exploring programs that
exist in other locations. In Southwestern Montana, the nonprofit Western Sustainability Exchange
developed the “Montana Grasslands Carbon Initiative” to work with ranchers in the region to
enhance carbon storage through rangeland stewardship and be compensated for doing so (Native
2022). To accomplish this, they work with Native, a nonprofit that sells carbon credits to
companies like eBay and ClifBar to offset their carbon emissions (Cramer 2019). In this case,
Western Sustainability Exchange staff lend their time to monitor and evaluate grazing plans and
ranch records. While this program may not fully address the “additionality” dilemma, it will be an
instructive example for the BC and Blackfoot ranchers to keep an eye on:
https://westernsustainabilityexchange.org/carbon-markets/.
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3) Provide Connections to Technical and Financial Assistance
The BC has long played the role of connecting ranchers in the watershed with federal programs
that offer financial and technical assistance for private land stewardship through the Land
Steward position. This includes many of the cost-share programs discussed above. These
programs are highly-valued by Blackfoot ranchers, and the results of this study suggest it is
important for the BC to continue to play this role as new programs and funding arise. These
programs play a critical role in supporting the ecological and financial sustainability of area
ranches. The BC could expand this role to incorporate programs that support diversification
strategies as well. Programs that overlap with the interests identified by ranchers included in this
study -- such as direct marketing of beef, livestock diversification via sheep, or small agritourism
enterprises – would be the most appropriate. The Land Steward, as well as the BC Board Member
representing the NRCS’s Deer Lodge Conservation District, could identify potential funding or
technical resources that could support producers in these endeavors, and assist with the
application process. One example is the US Department of Agriculture’s Value Added Producer
Grant, which covers costs incurred from processing, marketing, inventory and salary:
https://www.rd.usda.gov/sites/default/files/value-added-fact-sheet-fy-2022.pdf.
4) Coordinate Education and Outreach Opportunities
A number of ranchers in this study voiced how much they enjoy educating consumers about
sustainable cattle production and land stewardship. The BC’s Education Coordinator delivers a
variety of events and presentations for local and regional audiences throughout the year. Utilizing
these existing models, staff could coordinate with willing ranchers to host paid ranch tours or
presentations. Tours could be arranged to visit multiple ranches, with each ranch emphasizing a
unique component of its operation or stewardship approach. Wildlife viewing opportunities could
be a component of these tours also. While ranchers on the board of the BC are already
participating in a number of tours throughout the year, there may be interest on behalf of
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additional ranches. Furthermore, the BC is already growing a fee-for-service educational tour
program for entities interested in learning more about community-based conservation in the
Blackfoot. There may be opportunity to expand these offerings with BC staff providing critical
coordination and logistical support that ranchers do not have the capacity to provide themselves,
while passing on the majority of the profits to the host ranches.
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CONCLUSION
Through semi-structured interviews with 12 ranchers throughout the Blackfoot watershed, this
study explored and described ranchers’ perspectives on and experiences with livelihood diversification in
the Blackfoot River watershed. Through an analysis of these conversations, the most salient takeaways
were identified and four action items were presented for the BC to consider pursuing that extend upon
current programming. While many opportunities presented here across the four diversification categories
discussed during these interviews are beyond the scope of the BC, these results still have the potential to
inform the ideas, conversations, and potential future directions undertaken by watershed ranchers and
their partners. Ensuring the success of multi-generational ranching in the Blackfoot watershed, as well as
the communities and ecological benefits this livelihood supports, is what motivated this research. The role
the BC plays in convening multiple ranches, organizations, and public agencies in collaborative
approaches to the conservation of the watershed’s livelihoods and ecosystems has been and will continue
to be critical component of this success.
Limitations
It is important to note the limitations of this study. First, this assessment was conducted
exclusively within the geographic boundary of the Blackfoot River watershed, and as such, certain results
may be unique to this context and not applicable to ranching diversification challenges and opportunities
in other geographies. Furthermore, this study represents a relatively small study group. I only interviewed
12 ranchers from three communities within the watershed, further limiting broad representation.
Additionally, all study participants were affiliated with the BC in some way either through participation in
the Board of Directors, specific committees, and/or specific programs. No ranchers not involved in some
capacity in the organization were included in the study. Efforts to contact such individuals (N=3) were
unsuccessful. It is also important to consider my own bias within the context of this study. As stated, I
have been embedded in this landscape professionally for more than a decade and my experiences,
interests and opinions have undoubtedly influenced the results, discussion and recommendations. I
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support working landscapes and livelihoods, consume beef produced in the Blackfoot, and know many
watershed ranchers personally and feel grateful to consider many of them my friends. Fortunately, the
Covid-19 pandemic did not pose as a significant limiting factor to carrying out this study.
Future Directions
Multiple opportunities for future research stem from this study. First and foremost, this study
draws conclusions about the opportunities for ranch livelihood diversification from only a limited number
of conversations with ranchers and my own research within the literature. There are many cattle ranchers
across the United States who have been experimenting with diversification for decades, and much could
be drawn from their experiences. A beneficial next step would be to research geographies outside, but
similar to, the Blackfoot for the greatest success and lessons learned with regard to diversification that
arose through this study. Those lessons could then be brought back to the Blackfoot to facilitate
diversification locally. Additionally, this study only includes a small subset of the cattle ranchers
operating within the Blackfoot watershed. Not only could the number of family-owned and operated
ranches be expanded in future studies, it would be useful to incorporate feedback from absentee-owned
and managed ranches also. Many strategies may be applicable to larger landscapes that include those
properties as well.
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APPENDIX
Interview Guide
Thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. As I mentioned, I’m conducting this study to better
understand the perspectives and experiences Blackfoot ranchers have with income diversification, and
what opportunities and challenges diversification presents.
As you know, in addition to being a graduate student at the University of Montana, I also work for the
Blackfoot Challenge. The results of this study will be shared with the Blackfoot Challenge to potentially
inform future program development.
I have brought along a consent form for your review before we begin the interview.
Review form with them.
Turn on recorder if permission granted.
The majority of the interview will include open-ended conversational questions, and then at the end I’d
like to present a list of potential ranch income diversification strategies and get your take on each one. I
expect the interview will take approximately one hour.
Do you have any questions for me before we begin?
1) Could you tell me a little about yourself and your ranch?
a. How long have you/has your family been in the Blackfoot?
2) What do you enjoy most about this livelihood and this way of life?
3) What are your goals and priorities with your ranch?
a. Do you intend to pass the ranch on to the next generation of your family?
4) What are the biggest challenges you face?
5) Have you ever practiced in the past or do you currently practice any income diversification
strategies on your ranch? Meaning, are there any practices you utilize, drawing on the ranch and
its resources, that bring in income other than the conventional sale of beef cattle? And I’m not
looking here to learn about your entire financial portfolio, but rather just any diversification that
relates to the ranch itself. Y or N
a. If yes, Could you explain them?
i. Was it/Is it successful? Why or why not?
ii. Are you interested in exploring additional ways to diversify your ranch’s
income? Y or N or Maybe
1. If Yes, What practices would you be interested in exploring and why?
2. What would you hope to achieve?
3. If No, Why not?
b. If no, Why not?
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i. Is diversification something you would want to potentially explore? Why or why
not?
1. If yes, What would you hope to achieve through diversification?
6) Now I’d like to present a list of areas for potential income diversification and gauge your interest
in each one. Ranging from Not Interested, Maybe Interested to Interested, or Already Doing.
• Ecosystem Services -- payments for conservation services or values. Could include NRCS

programs like CSP or EQIP, selling conservation easements, or carbon sequestration.
• Tourism -- in which tourists pay you for some type of access or service, such as recreation,

educational tours or event hosting.
• Diversification of products -- including livestock and crop varieties, third-party certifications,

metal art, wood products, leather products, etc.
• Diversification of markets -- including local and/or regional markets or cooperative marketing.
• Land and Livestock Management Practices -- that either reduce costs or increase profitability.

Could include soil health enhancements, irrigation efficiency, rotational grazing or no-till.
Are there any other income diversification strategies you are already doing or would be interested
in learning more about that we haven’t yet discussed?
That concludes all the questions I have. Is there anything else related to what we’ve talked about that you
would like to discuss?
Thank you so much for taking the time to talk to me today. Please don’t hesitate to be in touch if you
remember anything else you’d like to share or have any questions after I leave
Thanks, again.
Stop recorder.
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